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Parental Reaction to Educationat Innovation in North Dakota: A Theoretical

Perspective and an Empirical Assessment

Educational researchers have paid relatively little attention to par-
ents in their studies of innovation diffusion. The school or school system has
been studied frequently as the adopting unit in diffusion studies (e.g., Mort,
1937, 1941, 1964). Carlson (1965) has argued that the principal and superin-
tendent are really the key to the diffusion process in education; thus, he and
his colleaques at the Center for the Advanced Study of Educational Administra-
tion, University of Oregon, have focused on administrators as adoptors of
innovations. Considerable attention has also been focused on the teacher as
innovator, though such studies usually involve the introduction of educational
hardware or some fairly concrete practice {cf. Miles, ed., 1964). But parents
have been largely ignored in these studies. CQur major departure from the
tradition of diffusion of educaticnal innovation studies is in our focus on
parental reaction to pervasive educational innovation.

In the twenty-three studies of innovation collected by Miles {1964) to
represent the state of the art, not a single study examines parental reaction,
except occasionally to note in passing that parents can make or break innovative
efforts. Gotkin and Goldstein (1964) noted that they had interviewed parents about
their reaction to programmed instruction but they reported only that "less than
S5 percent of each group [teachers, administrators, boards of education, and
parents] were checked in the categories ‘opposed’' or ‘'strongly opposed'” {p. 232).
In the same edited volume, Fox and Lippitt reported that teachers are concerned

about pressuras from parents for academic achievement (p. 276); Mort noted that




public support for innovations is crucial (p. 318); and Gordon N. Mackenzie remarked

that citizen and narent groups are often important in change (pp. 412, 502).

Parent Involvement in Education

The historical roots of parent involvement in American public schools can
be traced to the vesting of political control over the schools in the hands of
local people (cf. Cremin, 1964:10). However, as school systems grew, a separation
between the professicnals who ran the schools and the local people who supported
the schools emerged. The issues of school and community came to focus not on
contact betweer them, but on the independence of the school from the community
(Green, 1969:116).

Conplicating comnunity involvement in the schools is a longstanding debate
over wiiether the schools should exist primarily to guarantee the stability of
existing society or whether schools should be active in changing and reforming
existing society {cf. Waller, 1967:15-30; Collins, 1971). There are frequently
inconsistencies between educational ideology and educational practice in this
regard, and most schools caught up in the demands and counterdemands of opposing
interest groups try to play botn roles. The schools are responsible for transmit-
ting the cultural heritage of the past toe new generations but also for preparing
cnildren for an unknown future. The schools are vehicles for upward mobility,
but they also functicn to maintain the existing stratification system and to chan-
nel students into their proper status niche. Moreover, the demands made on the
scnools and the expectations of parents have risen steadily as educational
attainment has become increasingly important for upward mobility in the
United States (cf. Blau and Duncan, 1967:430).

Today, parents generally do not have a direct influence on school policy.
Rather, they establish the parameters within which the school operates (cf. Brickell,

o 1964:502). Parental influence, where and when it has existed at all, have been




largely restricted to middle and upper class parents (Katz, 1971). The current
demands by poor people and minority yroups for greater control over the schools
are unprecedented in their challenge to the existing educational establishment
(Street, 1971; Perrone, 1972).

The new upsurge in parent activism is reflected in a more recent edited vol-

ume on Innovation in Mass Education (Street, 1971). In contrast to the earlier

Miles (1964) anthology, the artictes collected by David Street give considerable
attention to the relationship of the schools to the conmmunity. These studies

make it clear that parents are a force to be reckoned with in attempting to change
public schools. But such studies are still more the exception than the rule.
Boocock (1972) notes that parents usually enter educational research studies only
when their socio-economic backgrounds are related to the achievement and success
of their children. She comments that "while we know a great deal about the
effects of families upon individual children's academic success, the direct
effect of parents as a group upon tne productivity of schools as social systems
has received scant research attention" (p. 263).

Yet, the direct effect of parental pressure on the schools may have
significant social and educational consequences. Instead of simply seeking
government intervention to guarantee quality education, many community groups have
begun demanding personal access to and power over their local schools to make
sure that "quality" in the educational process ts defined in their own terms.
Recognizing this shift in emphasis, the U. S. Office of Education has recently
sponsored interviews with parents by the Stanford Research Institute, the National
Opinion Research Corporation and the Columbia Teachers College to evaluate

federally - sponsored Follow-Through programs (cf. Grannis, 1972). It is that
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same sense of timeliness that has led to our own interest in studying and under-
standing parental reaction to educaticnal innovation., If, as we predict,

parental activism continues tc increase, the study of school-community relations
and interaction will also increase--and will becom2 increasingly important as the
contemporary educational crisis deepens, drawing ever more parents into the educa-
tional arena in unprecedented fashion.

We would add only that the upsurge of parental activism is not a monolithic
movement. The reasons parents are being drawn into the educational arena are as
diverse and complex as the issues which make up the contemporary crisis. For some
the issues have an ethnic or racial foundation; for others problems of econonmic
deprivation are central. Many parents are concerned about achievenent scores
and preparation for college entrance examinations. Sone are reacting to a
sense of loss of community (cf. Newmann and Oliver, 1967). Others simply have
a feeling that things are wrung, their children are neglected, the schools seem
alien, and things are not getting better. There is nardly any aspect of school
policy and practice that has not been brought into question.

Decisions heretofore relatively insulated from

politics are now being attacked by parents, political
pressure groups, teachers, and minority groups. Curriculum
adoption, grading policy, school reorganization, tracking,
composition of classes and assignment of school personnel
ave now political issues. The policy maker's basic goals
and values, whether openly professed, implicit, or falsely
attributed, are being questioned. Often the charge of the
challengers is that the "system” or its leaders are pur-
suing goals based on underlying values which are improper,
and some change in values, leaders, programs, or the controlling
constituency is necessary (Berlak, 1970:261).

Whatever the specific issue or general concern, "all of the school-dis-

cussion has at its foundation the question of what young people will believe, or

not believe, about the way they live, about the way their nation lives, and
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about the way in which it serves or does not serve the cause of justice" {Kozol,
1972:414). It is in this context that cur study of parental reaction to educational
innovation in North Dakota can best be understood. (For a more complete dis-

cussion of the issues raised in this introductory section see Patton, 1973:197-209).

A Theoretical Perspective on Parental Reaction to Educational Innovation

The context we have established is extremely broad, the issues vast and
complex, It is clear that we must narrow our perspective if the problem is to
be made manageable, but the task of narrowing is not easy. Waller stated the p:o-
blem with great insight and poignancy: "One who thinks about the relation of
the school to the community which supports it will soon come upon questions of
public policy which it would take an Einsteinian grasp of the calculus of
felicity to answer" (Waller, 1967:33).

We shall attempt to gain some insight into one aspect of the relationship
between the school and the community by studying parental reaction to the
innovation of open education in North Dakota. Our theoretical perspective is
based heavily on the notion that a diversified environment and a diversity of
prior experiences are related to individual acceptance of innovations. Table I
lists our major premises, derived hypotheses, and corrollaries. OQur list of
premises follows  the model suggested by Hage (1972:152-167) where the de-
finitional premise (I) tells what must be done; the mechanism premise (II)
tells how it can be done; the action premise (III) tells how it will be done; and
the operational premise (IV) assumes the need for powers and constants. The
hypotheses to be tested are derived from the action premise. Though we are
specifically interested in explaining parental reaction to educational in-
novations, we have Statedthe premises as general propositions applicable to all

societies and all organizations.
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TALIAD Y
PRETHGSES ARD DERTVED HYPOTHESES AlQUT

PARITAL RFPACTLON TO EDUCATTONAL THNOVATIONS

e o e s ¥ 1 s e

Premisnes *

1. Definjtional Premise: AlL societies and a1l organizations must pro-
vide for the gocfalization of new members into the society or the or-
gavnizat fon.

Ii. Hechanism Premise:  Socialization can be achieved in a relatively
traditional fashion or a velatively non-trvaditional fashion. The con-
teat of socialization and the mechanisms for achieving socialization
vary along a traditional/non=tvaditional continuwa.

Ay The traditioasl content of socialization is that content vhich
makes un the beliel systems, knowledpe, skillys, values, and be-
haviors of the adults of socicety or the Lueumbents of the organi-
Zat ton,  The tvaditional rnechanisms of socialization ave those
mechaniams that were emploved to socialize the present adults of
the socicty or the preseat incumbents of the orpanization.

B, The greater the depavture —— jnanv dircction -~ from the tradi-
tional content and mechanisms of socializat jon, the more non-

traditional (by defivition) the content and mechanisms of sccial-
izavion.

Liy. bu/cu/;.;dag

SN Operat tonal Premise: Variations in the pevsonalities, intellipence,
civrcumstances of , and means available to, adults in a society and
incumbents in an ovganizaat fon irmose linits on the depree to which the
aclion premise ([IT) oporatoes,

“he definitional premise (1) tells what must be done; the mechanism premise (1)
tells how it can be done; the action premise (171) tells how it will be doneg
and the operational premise (V) assumes the need for powers and constants.

O
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TARLE X1 countinued

PREMISES AND DERTVED HYPOTHESES ABOUT
PARENTAL REACTION TO EDUCATIONAL INNOVATIONS

Derived flvpotheses

1. The preater the oven innovativeness of a classroom (i.e., the move non-

traditional the classroom}, the less the pavental acceptance of and sup-
port for the classroom.

2. The preatev the cosmopoliteness of pavents, the preater their accentance
of and support for {unovative classrooms.

3. The largev the town population in which the parents reside, the frreater
theiv accentance of and support for innovative classrooms,

4. >The highgr tht SolhﬂwwyomiL'thuﬁ\(ﬂkP!ICHLH, the greayer the\gccqpn\
“tdpee of and support Lor innovative classrdoms.

5. The older the parents, the less their acceptauce of and support for in-
novat ive classrooms,

6. The higher the level of information of parents, the greater their depree

of sunport for ionnovative classrooms.

7. The greater the pavents' direct expericence wlth and iuvolvement in an

innovative classroom, the ?xeatvr the parents' acceptance of and sup-
port for the classroom,

8. The gpreater the degree to which children ave perceived by parents as be-
iop happv with school, the greater the parental support for and acceptance
of the classroom,

9. The greater the degree to which children are perceived as progressing in

school, the greater the parental support for and acceptance of the class~
room,

10,  The greater the perceived discipline problems with the children at home,
the lower the level of parental acceptance of wnd support for the class-
room,

Lhe There will be no vaviation in degree of parental acceptance of and sup-
port for the classroom at differeat grade levels and for classrooms of
diffevent size.
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The first premise (See Table I) stipulates that all societies and all
organizations must provide for the socialization of new members into
the society or the organization. Provision for socialization has been considered
one of the functional prerequisities of suciety (Aberlte et al, 1950:109) and of
organizations (Olsen, 1968:74-75). Socialization is clearly a complex process
both in {erms of the content and the mechanisms for achieving socialization.

It is also clear that there is no such thing as the content of socialization and
the mechanisms for achieving socialization, No society is so rigid that it does
not permit at least some flexibility and some range, however limited in acceptable
behavior. Nevertheless, for any given society at any given point in time we can
be sure that provisions will be made for socialization and that the acceptable
range of behavior to be transmitted during sociclizaticn can, theoretically, be
described.

The second premise states that socialization can be achieved jn a relatively
traditional fashion or a relatively non-traditional fashion. The traditional
content of socialization is the range of acceptable behaviors exhibited by the
adults of a snciety or the incumbents of an organization. The traditional |
mechanisms of socialization are thgose mechanisms that were employed to socialize
the present incumbents of the organization, The greater the departure from the
traditional content and mechanisms of socialization, the more non-traditional
{by definition) the socialization. However, "a society cannot persist unless it
perpetuates a self-sufficient system of action--whether in changed or traditional
form--through the socialization of new members, drawn, in part, from the maturing
generation” {Aberle et al., 1950:109).

[t may be helpful to compare the traditional/non-traditional continuum of
sociatization to a rigid/flexible continuum of socialization, in order to illustrate

what we mean by departures from the traditional content and mechanisms of socializa-

tion. A rigid sociaiization process is one where there is a very narrow range of
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acceptable behaviors and a highly nrescribed set of procedures for teaching new mem-
vers those acceptoble behaviors. Such a society would be high on centralization
and low on individualization. (This rigid/flexible contiuum parallels
Perrow's (1967, 1970) conception of the routine/non-routine continuum of
technology in people-changing organizations.) If the traditional content and mech-
anisms of socialization in a society are rigid, then the greater the degree of
flexibility that enters into the socialization of a new generation, the more non-
traditional the socialization. However, a traditional socialization process does
not necessarily imply a rigid socialization process. If the traditional
socialization process entails a high degree of flexibility, then the greater the
degree of rigidity that enters into the socialization of a new generation, the
more non-traditional the socialization.

The schools are a major agent of socialization in industrial countries.
Part of the function of the schools is to pass on the traditions of the past, to
teach children the culture of their country. As Waller (1967:17-19) explained
this process for the United States, "the schools Americanize by inmersing the young
in the culture and tradition of the country, by inducing them to participate as
much as poscible in the American arena....The ordinary school does not serve as
a center of inventions..., but serves rather as a very important sub-ceinter in
the process of cultural diffusion.” In an earlier analysis {Patton, 1973:31-79)
we have arqued that the traditional mechanisms for socializing children in
American schools can be described as high centralization, high formality, low
diversification, low individualization, low integration, low peer interaction,
low community-resource-use. Our analysis (Patton, 1973:151-154) of daza
collected from a random sample of North Dakota classrooms demonstrated that, at

least for that sample, this assertion was true. Non-traditional socialization
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in American public schools, then, would be represented by departures from
the traditional end-points of these continua.

Open education, on the other hand, seems to us to represent a relatively
radical departure from traditional American schooling. Open education is a
pervasive innovation that can be characterized by high decentralization, high in-
formality, high diversification, high individualization, high thematic integration,
high peer interaction, and high community-resource-use; {see Patton, 1973, for
nominal and operational definitions of these dimensions). In many ways the open
classroom is a special case of the organic {Burns and Stalker, 1961) or dynamic
{Hage and Aiken, 1970) models of formal organizations whereas traditional
American schools can be described as special cases of mechanical or static models
of formal organization. Open education advocates emphasize individualized in-
struction, student participation in classrcom decision-making, work and activities
based on the interests of children, greater attention to the affective and social
development of children, and a more informal relationship between the teacher
and children (Bussis and Chittenden, 1970; Silverman, 1970; Perrone, 1972; Gross,

1969; Kohl, 1957, 1969). It is parental reaction to the irnovation of open

—

education that we are interested in studying.

The third premise specifies under what conditvions the adults of a society
(in this case, parents), or the incumbents of an organization, are likely to
respond positively to departures from the traditional content and mechanisms
of socialization. (Tﬁabugh this premise is specifically directed at innovations
in socialization practices, it is assumed to hold for any innovation.) The
third premise has four main parts. The first part is based cn the assumption that

there is a tendency towards inertia in human groups. Most pecole and most social
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collectivities, all other things being equal, prefer the known to the unknown,
the familiar to the unfamiliar, and stability to change. The "tendency to
inertia" assumption means that it is generally easier, less painful, and demands
less effort (in the short run) to continue in established, traditional patterns
of behavior than to change these behavi;rs and adapt to new conditions {(cf. Zipf,
1948; Etzioni, 1968:387-427).
The remaining three parts oi the third premise suggest that the tendency
to inertia in socialization practices has the greatest change of being reversed
when the adults of the society, or the incumbents of the organization, (1) have
a high amount of legitimate information about the proposed innovation, (2) have
been exposed to and involved with alternative contents and mechanisms of
socialization, and (3) perceive the innovations as making new members happier and
more successful. This is by no means an exnaustive list of the conditions which
might affect the diffusionof socialization, or educational, innovaticns. We
have simply isolated and made explicit some basic assumptions abodt human
behavior; namely, that people respond more favorably to things about which they
have some information, cxperience, and knowledge (i.e., things that are known and
familiar), and that people generally prefer a higher degree of happincss and suc-
cess (as they define those qualities) to a l2sser degree of happiness and success.
Parts of this premise have a common sensical quality about them that may
give rise to that old bugaboo which frequenlty prusues sociologist accusing
them of going to great length to orove the obvious. Obviously more information
about and experience with an innovation is better than less information énd ex-
perience. And obviously people prefer happiness to unhappiness. Need such
common sense, obvious assumptions even be stated?

We can best answer such a question by exploring the meaning of these
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assumptions for the diffusion of open education. We have frequently encountered
teachers and administrators who argue that if parents are informed about changes
in school practices they will only become confused and cause trouble. The "obvious"
assumption in this case is that parents are not qualified to pass judgment on
educational innovations. The less they know about such changes, the better. Hide
the meaning of innovations in long, fancy titles, and explain changes in school
practices in phrases so filled with jargon that parents are too intimidated to
show their ignorance, then you will minimize parental opposition to innovations.
Inform parents of the changes you intend, give them firsthand experience with such
changes, and the result will be disastrous. Ignorance is bliss. Inforn
parents as little as possible and you will be assured of their trust and support.

A little reflection on the recent operations of American government
should confirm for the reader the widespread acceptance in officialdom
of this alternative assumption about human behavior. In this context, our
hypothesis that the greater the info-mation, the greater the supporf for the in-
novation, is anything but obvious. Our observations suggest that this is a minority
point of view among change agents, most of whom, from ocur experience, believe that
inngvations should be adopted on the basis of trust in the competency of the
change agent, not on the basis of concrete information about and experience
with innovations. The issue for the diffusionof open education is whether advo-
cates of open education should attempt to “"put one over on parents" by reforming
classroom teaching with a minimum of public attention, or whether open class-
room teachers chould actively seek the alliance of parents by giving them as
much information as possible. There are proponents on both sides of this
issue.

The forth part of our action premise, that parents will be more supportive

of change if they can be shown and do perceive that those changes will make their
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children more happy, can also be questioned as an assertion of the obvious.
Obviously people prefer happiness to unhappiness. Need such an obvious assumption
even be tested?

Again, the issue for open education is more complex than surface appearances
right suggest. Talk of making school a happier place for children carries a ne-
gative connotation of hedonism for many people. Not infrequently we have
heard opponents of open education assert that a happy school environment is all
well and good, but children have to learn that not everything in iife is fun,
Suffering, pain, drudgery, hard work--this is the stuff of which life is made.
Socialize children to expect happiness and you fail to prepare them for "the
real world," which isnot such a happy place a good deal of the time. Teach them
to seek happiness, pleasure, fun--and they will never be able to hold a job, bear
the burdens of life, indeed, you run the very real risk that they will never
anmount to anything.

Waller (1967) captured this negative image of the adult world, and its
conflict with the "happy" world of chiidren, in his description of the job
assigned "old school" teachers in preparing children for the adult world.

In the bad old schools, partly as a result of the
school curriculum and partly as an outgrowth of a stern
ideal of character, an almost Spartan ideal of discipiine
was in vogue. Children had to do things they did not like
because they did not like them. This rule had its correlate,
of course, in that philosophy of the adult world, a phil-
osophy not, to be just, altogether unproductive, that we
should do every day something difficult simply because it
was difficult, 'to give the will a little gratuitous exercise.'
When such a philosophy ruled the schools, it was a mere
incident of academic routine that if children were forced to do
certain things because they did not like to do them, they
did not like doing them because they were made to do them....
Education consisted of learning things one did not want to
know because he did not want to know them. Whatever seemed
bad was therefore good and what seemed good was bad. The
best rule of school management was to find out what the child-
ren were doing and tell them to stop it {pp. 197-8).

For these "bad old schools" the happier school environment was not the

better school environment. The question today is how much of this philosophy
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remains in public images of the school. We cannot simply assume that parents place
great value on educational innovations that make their children happier. The
values and attitudes of parents in this respect have serious consequences for the
diffusion of open education in American schools,

The specific hypotheses listed in Table I are derived from the action
premise. This is not an exhaustive listing of the hypotheses that can be derived
from these premises. We have only listed those hypotheses that seemed to us par-
ticularly relevant to an understanding of parental reaction to open education as
that reaction affects the diffusion of open education. Our selection of
hypotheses to be tested by data from parents with children in North Dakota open
classrooms was also dictated by the evaluation needs of the New School of Behavioral
Studies in Education, University of North Dakota open education program, practical
considerations related to our ability to operationally define specific variables,
and our intrinsic interest in these relationships. We turn now to an empirical
test of these hypotheses.

Methodology

Our analysis of parental reaction to open classrooms is based on inter-
views with 276 parents in sixteen North Dakota communities who had children in
open classruoms during the 1971-72 sthool year. Twenty-four classrooms are
represented in the analysis. These classrooms make up the universe of 1971-72
Master's level teaching interns in the open education program of the New School
of Behavioral Studies in Education, University of North Dakota, who had self-con-
tained classrooms, grades two through eight, in the pbulic schools of North
Dakota. (For a complete description of how this sample of open classrooms was
chosen and of the national attention attracted by this New School program in cpen

education, e.g., Silberman, 1970, see Patton, 1973:80-91.)
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We attempted to interview twelve randomly selected parents in each of the
twenty-four classrooms selected for inclusion in the study, but in four small,
rural classrooms the total parent population was less than twelve. (The decision
to interview twelve parents in each classroom was based on the requirements of
a children's interview which was also a part of the project. The classrooms
varied in size from 14 to 35 children. 1In pilot testing children's interviews
we found that a sample of twelve children~ was necessary to give an accurate,
valid, and reliable picture of the classroom from the point of view of the
children. Having made this decision, we decided to interview the parents of
the twelve children selected for the children's interviews so that we could match
parents and children in the analysis stage of the research. The analysis of the
children's interviews was not yet completed at the time of this writing.)

Mothers were selected for the interviews in order to standardize the
sample as much as possible and becaus~ mothers are easier to find at home for
an interview. lMoreover, there was some feeling on the part of projéct partici-
pants that mothers are generally better informed about their children than are
fathers, and mothers are more likely to have contact with schools. In many
cases fathers were present during the interviews, but questions were directed
specifically to mothers and only the mother's comments were recorded. Inter-
viewers reported that in almost all cases where both parents were presurt, the
father automatically yielded to the mother on questions about the children
and the school. Interviews were conducted in the parents' homes.

The parent interview was developed in the fall of 1971, pilot tested in
two communities in December of that year, and revised before the final field
interviews in the last week of February, 1972. The interview is aimed at
obtaining data on (1) the parents’ knowledge of an information about the

classroom; (2) the parent's reactions to the classroom--likes, dislikes,
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and general attitude of support or hostility; (3) the parents' perceptions of how
the classroom may have affected their child's behavior at school and at home;

(4) the parents' information about and perceptions of the New School approach

to teaching: (5) basic information about the children in the classroom of

New School interns; and (6) basic background information about parents who

have children in the classrooms of New School interns. The interview consists

of both closed, multiple choice items and short-answer, open-ended questions.
(See Patton, 1973: Appendix D for the full parent interview.) The mean length

of the interviews was fifty-five minutes with a range from fifteen minutes to two
hours.

Though North Dakota is essentially a rural state, our sample includes
classrooms in towns varying in population from 100 people to 34,000 in Bismarck,
the capitol city. Ten classrooms are in towns of less than 500 people; four class-
rooms are in towns of between 500 to 2,500 in population; five classrooms are lo-
cated in communities in the 5,000 to 10,000 range; and five classrooms are in towns

of over 10,000 people.

The Oependent Variable

Our measure of parental reaction to the innovation of npen education is
attitudinal in nature. A behavioral indicator of parental reaction to open
education would be whether or not a parent chose to send a child to a more
open classroom or a less open classroom. However, almost no parents in the pre-
sent sample had such a choice. Their children are assigned ‘o a given classroom
by administrative action or because there is only one classroom fok a particular »
‘grade 1eve1 1n the area. Therefore, we have had to operat1onal1ze parent :
'acceptance in att1tudinal terms. | |

Having asked the parents to descr\be and rate specxfic changes in the
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classroom, we asked each mother to summarize her overall attitude about her

child's classroom. "Considering all of the things that you know about his/her
classroom this year, which one of the following phrases best describes your feelings
toward his/her room right now: Are you very favorable, somewhat favorable, some-

what unfavorable, or very unfavorable?" The responses to this question are our

major single indicator of parental reaction to iew School intern classrooms.

The distribution of responses to this question was the following:

Very Favorable 108 39.12%
Somewhat Favorable 103 37.33%
Somewhat Unfavorable 35 12.068%
Very Unfavorable 23 8.33%
(Neutral or No Response 7 2.54%
RESPONSE TOTAL 276 100.00%

From a diffusion of innovations perspective it would be preferable to study
concrete acceptance behaviors rather than favorable or unfavorable attitudes to-
ward an innovation. As Richard T. LaPiere (1970} showed in his classical study
of the discrepancy between expressed attitudes and real actions toward the
Chinese, attitudes are not always good predictors of actions. Nevertheless,
Rogers and Shoemaker (1971:112) point out that "there is a tendency in this
direction, that is, for attitudes and behavior to become more consistent.

Innovative dissonance is the discrepancy between an individual's attitude toward

an innovation and his decision to adopt or reject the innovation....There is pre-
ssure in the direction of dlssonance reduction." Still, the attitudinal approach
1s c]early ‘inferior to the behav1ora1 apporach ~This 1is a major limitat1on on

‘;.the mean1ngfu1ness of the reSUlts of our ana]ysws‘, Nevertheless, we feel

?,ffthat ‘an understand1ng of variattons in parenta? attItudes 1s better than no

; eptance of Open edUCatlon'";;‘" e
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A second problem with our measure of parental reaction, and with a number
of our other measures of parent attitudes, is that such attitudinal measures
are not technically interval scales. We would not argue that the "distance"
between somewhat favorable and very favorable attitudes is the same as that
between somewhat favorable and somewhat unfavorable attitudes. Thus, there are
hazards in employing such variables in parametric statistical manipulations.

"On the other hand, for this 'illegal' statisticizing there can be invoked a
pragmatic sanction: In numerous instances it leads to fruitful results,

While the outlawing ofthis procedure would probably serve no good purpose, it

is proper t0 point out that means and standard deviations computed on an ordinal
scale are in error to the extent that the successive intervals on the scale are
unequal in size. When only the rank-order of data is known, we should proceed
cautiously with our statistics, and especially with the conclusions we draw from
them" (Stevens, 1970:73).

Since we have an advantage over the reader in that we have already glimpsed
the results, we invoke this pragmatic sanction of fruitfulness for any "illegal
statisticizing" which follows. The efficiency and succintness of parametric
statistics will result in their use throughout our analysis, though interpre-
tations made from such data will be considered.as no more than suggestive and
exploratary, rather than conclusive. In an earlier analysis of this data (Patton,
1973) we analyzed non-parametric statistical tables corresponding to the parametric
tables we present but whose inclusion in the main body of this report would
make for extremely cumbersome reading. We found in every case that the non-para-

metric statistical analyses (relatiVe;frEQUency distributions) supported and

 confirmed parametric statistical results.
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Data Analysis

In order to present our findings with maximum parsimony we shall here
present only the results of a stepwise multiple regression analysis. Stepwise
multiple regression techniques choose those independent variables which will
provide the best prediction possible with the fewest independent variables. This
method recursively constructs a prediction equatioﬁ one independent variable at
a time by successively selecting, at each step, the optimum variable given the
other variables in the equation (cf. Nie et al, 1970:180-1).

Tabie II shows the results of this stepwise multiple regression analysis. The
best predictor of overall parental attitudes toward the classroom is perceived
child's progress in school (r = -,52, p > ,0005). The second variable entered into
the equation is town size (r = -.33, p > .0005). Parents in larger towns are more
likely to accept educational innovations. The comparative enthusiasm of the child
for school {compared to last vear) is the third variable entered into the analysis
by the stepwise process {(r - -.39, p > .0005). Parents respond favorably to per-
ceptions of increased enthusiasm on the part of their children and unfavorably
to perceptions of decreased enthusiasm for school. The importance of the perceived
progress variable and the coiparative enthusiasm variable supports our basic premise
that the degree to which the adults of a society are commited to the traditional
content and traditional mechanisms of socialization (or the degree to which they will
resist non-traditional contents and mechanisms) varies inversely with the degree to
which they can be shown and to perceive that alternative contents and mechanisms make
those being socialized happy and successful (as they define happy and successful).

The fouith and fifth variables entered into the stepwise multiple re-

gression equations are the two dummy var1ables which indicate the source of some

"'>l,”'parents know1edge about the classroom.‘ Parents who s1mp!y observed the c1assroom a :;

57;1"have measurably d1fferent attxtudes about open educatio* than parents who

~ “‘ ct1V8]Y part1cipated ln the‘classrooms

He asked parents 1f they had e«er (1)



TABLE II

STEPWISE MULTIPLE RIGRESSION ANALYSIS PREDICTING
THE DEGREE OF PARENTAL SUPPORT I'OR OPEN EDUCATION
CLASSROOMS IN TWINIY-FOUR NORTH DAKOTA CLASSROOMS*

Order of Intry Cunulative %
In Regression Variable Name** Simple Multiple of Variance
Analysis r R Accognted for

Dependent Variable: Parent Overall Reaction to the Classroom**

1. Child's Perceived Progress -.52 .52 27.5
2. Town Size -.33 .57 33.0
3. Child's Comparative
Enthusiasm f{or School -.39 .61 36.9
4. Parent Observed Classroom .25 .63 39.7
5. Parent Worked in Classroom -.12 . 66 - 43.4
6. Changes in Discipline
Problems at Home .37 .67 45.3
7. How Well Informed Parent Feels W22 .68 46.7
8. Mother Farm Reared .18 .69 48.2
9. Awareness of Changes in Classroom 22 .70 49.5
10. Child's Level of Enthusiasm
for School .26 .71 50.8
114 Structural Complexity of
the Classroom (Openness) .21 72 51.6

® N= 269 parents

%% Variable Codes. Dependent Variable, Parent Reactlon 1=very fav.,..., ~very
unfav.; 1. Child's Perceived Progress 1=slower than usual,2=no change, 3=more
 rapid than usual; 2. Town Size=actual pop. 1970 census;3. Child's Comparative
- Enthusiasm: )= likes school less,2=no change, 3=likes more; 4. Parent Cbserved: =
~ l=has observed classroom; S.~Parent Worked: 1 = has worked in classroom, T
6. Discipline Changes: l=decreased problems, 2sn0 change, 3=increased;
7 Informanon level: l=very well informed...4=poorly informed; 8. Mother
od = 15 Awareness ; 6-point sg:ﬁe si:here higher _ysyccsare:f rea
: are S S 5% S
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the teacher about school. In our sample of parents forty percent reported that
they had been to school to observe firsthand their child's classroom. Fifty-
five percent of these parents (or twenty-two percent of the entire sample) reported
that they had also worked or helped in their child's classroom. The mothers
had talked with the teacher about two times as an avercye, with a range from zero
to nine times. These are our behavioral indicators of parent information.

de found a direct relationship between participation in and support for
the classroom (r = -.125, p > .001)}. The data show clear differences between the
attitudes of classroom workers and classroom observers. Sixty of the parents
indiciated that they had worked in the classroom at least once. Of these
sixty parents, only seven (11.7 percent) held unfavorable attitudes overall, In
addition to these sixty parents, forty-eight more parents reported that they had
observed their child's classroom at least once but had not worked in it. Of
these forty-eight parents who had only observed the classroom, twenty-six of them

(54 percent) were unfavorable towards the classroom. In brief, the duta indicate

that parents who worked in the classroom had a marked tendency to be supportive

while parents who only observed the classroom showed a strong tendency to be hostile.

A look at the partial correlations reinforce and strengthen this conclusion.
Controlling for variations in classroom openness the relationship between partici-
pation and support is increased (r = -,17, p > .01) and the relationship between
observation and hostility is decreased {r=.20, p>.001). Controlling for both openness
and town size (because more rural parents tended to be less favorable) the relationship
between participation and favorability is again slightly increased (r= -.19, p>.001)

~and the re]atwonship between observation and host111ty is further reduced (r« 18 p>. 001)‘j
~Thxs suggests that when variation in the degree of classroom open 1nnovat1veness is.

tf;;not a d1rect factor in reducing parental support for the classroom ( a po1nt we

}'conswder be1ow) active parent partIC1pation in the classroom has an even -
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greater effect in promoting positive parent feelings about the classroom,
While there is a positive relationship between the number of times the mother
has talked with the teacher and more favorable feelings about the classroom,
this relationship is not strong (r = .089).

It is not possible to say that participation in or observation of the class-
room directly affected parent attitudes. Participating parents may have been con-
vinced of the advantages of open education before working in the classroom while
the observing parent may have visited the classroom to confirm her negative impres-
sions. Yet the comments of these two groups of parents suggest that the difference
between participation in and observation of the classroom is partly a matter
of varying perceptions und2r varying degrees of involvement. The observing
parent subjectively perceives the classroom as a place of confusion, noise,
relatively unrestrained freedom, messiness, aimless child wandering and mobility,
and lots of playing. In observing the classrooms, these parents perceived a lack
of discipline, a lack of respect for the teacher, not much "work” going on, and
they found it “hard to see what they're doing." Overall these parents saw a pic-
ture of what many of them simply called *“chaos."

The worker in the classrcom, on the other hand, appeared to be able to
block out the noise and disorder by becoming involved with a small group of
children. The working parent subjectively perceived a high degree of individual-
ization, a high degree of interest on the part of children in what they were
doing, a greater variety of interesting activities, a more relaxed/less
pressurized atmosphere,increased creativity and independence and positive peer

',‘interaCtiOn where the observ1ng parent sees n01se, the working parent sees

. ffch11dren actwvely 1nvo]ved in what they are doing where one perce1ves a messy;Fff?f:{“
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disorderly room, the other sees children bearing a greater role in classroom de-
cision-making. The unfavorable parent reacts to an apparent "lack of discipline, while
the favorable parent perceives greater "self-discipline." "Too much freedom" for
one parent is viewed as the development of "independence" by another. The
tack of respect for the teacher found by observing parents is translated
into a relaxed, supportive relationship by the participating parent. While
these contrasts run throughout the varying comments of favorable versus unfavor-
able parents, they are most accentuated between classroom workers and observers.
The apparent "aimless wandering” and "play" perceived by unfavorable, observing
parents is viewed by their favorable, working counterparts as children in active
pursuit of their individual interests. Where one parent finds it difficult to
see what the children are doing because there is no fixed class schedule, the
other Jarent perceives flexibility and diversity.
These two composites are merely descriptive. No individual parent made
all of thece comments. Yet, the two profiles are relatively accurdte as ideal-
types, not only of differences in perceptions of participating and observing
parents, but these differences characterize varying perceptions of favorable and
unfavorable parents in gereral. Whether these varying perceptions emerge as a
result of a different degree of involvement in the classroom o' whether they are
simply a manifestation of a larger frame of reference, it is clear that favorable
and unfavorable parents see different things when they look at‘open classrooms.
These five variables--perceived child's progress, town size, child's compara-

tive enthusiasm for qchoo} whether or not the parent has observed the c]assroom,

 and whether or not the parent has parth1pated in classroom activfties—»account
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in discipline problems at home (r = .37, p 3_.0005). The discipline motif
runs throughout the interviews. While parents want to see their children
happy and successful, they value discipline both in its own right and because
they believe that discipline is necessary for the long-range happiness and
success of their children.

The seventh variable in the stcpwise regression analysis is the parent's

perception of the degree to which she is well informed. The better informed

parents felt they were, the greater their support for the classroom (r = .22,
p > .001).

The data also show that parents in more urban settings with more cosmopolite
backgrounds tended to be more favorable. As the eighth variable in the regression
equition shows, farm-veared nothers were somewhat less likely to be supportive
of educational innovations (r = .18, p > .001). This finding compliments the
importance of town size (the second variable in the stepwise regression analysis)
as a predictor of parent reaction. Moreover, we found that a single rural/farm
background scale made-up of four indicators - mother farm reared, father farm-
reared, mother and/or father attendance at a one room schoolhouse, and current
farm residence - was relatively highly correlated with parental expression of
hostility towards innovative classrooms (r = .24, p > .001). These data confirm
our hypothesis that less cosmopolite parents are less supportive of the classroom
and less accepting of Jinnovations in education. (See Patton, 1973, for a more
detailed analysis and discussion of these findings.)

The results of the stepwise regression analysis support our premise that

~ the degree to whlch the adults of a society are commited to the trad1tlona1

‘ 7fcontent and mechan1sms of soC1altzatlon (or the degree to which they will res1st   [“
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non-traditional contents and mechanisms) varies directly with (1) the deyree to
which the non-traditional content and mechanisms of socialization depart from
traditional practices and inversely with (2) the amount and legitimacy of the
information they have about alternative, i.e., non-traditional, contents and
mechanisms and (3) the degree to which they have been exposed to an involved

with alternative contents and mechanisms of socialization. In brief, the more
cosmopolite the parent, the more informed the parent feels herself to be, and

the less innovative the classroom, the more likely the parent is to support the
classroom,

The structural complexity variable in the regression analysis supports this
last point. In another analysis (Patton, 1973) we devised composite scales to
measure varying degrees of openness in classrooms based on data from teacher
interviews. The classroom characteristic that correlated most significantly
with our measure of overall classroom openness was a dummy variable multi-age group
factor (r = .70). Ten of the twenty-four classrooms were multi-age group class-
rooms. Though space dnes not permit a full development of our justification
here (cf. Patton, 1973:161-163), we would argue that the multi-grade factor can
be used as an indicator of structural complexity, both a component and correlate
of overall classroom openness. The greater the structural complexity of the
classroom {i.e., the more open the classroom} the greater the proportion of par-
ents who were unfavorable towards the classroom (r = .21, p > .001). The correla-
tion'betueen our direét measure of classroom openness based on teacher interview

*data and parental react1on confirms the hypotheses that the greater the Openness

":sof the c}assroom the greater the parental host111ty toward the classroom (r = .24,

k’p > 001) s However, ‘the mu1t1 grade factor is the var1able whlch emerged 1n the
7s*epw1se regress1on analys1s to capture most of the var1ance contributed by |

var1at1ons 1n degree of classroom openness
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Space does not permit a discussion of the interrelationships among these
variables. We would note, however, that parental reaction was not found to
be related to family income, parent education levels, parent age, parents'
perception of child's ability, parent educational expectations for their
children, size of classroom, grade level, or schcol size.

The eleven variables in the stepwise regression analysis shown in

Table II account for fifty-two percent of the variance in parental acceptance
of open education. The addition of nine more independent variables adds only
five percent to the proportion of variance explained. The regression analysis
done here compares favorably with other multiple regression analyses in the
diffusion of innovations literature. In thirty-six such analyses reviewed by Rogers
and Shoemaker (1971:192-3) an average of nine variables were employed for a mean

proportion of variance explained of forty-four percent.

Summary
This paper reports only one part of an analysis of interviews with 276 North
Dakota parents whose children were in open classrooms. In addition to the
stepwise regression apalysis reported here we have studied non-parametric
statistical tables, intercorrelation matrices, partial correlations, and standar-
ized regression coefficients (cf.Patton, 1973). These analyses support our basic
premise that:

The degree to which the adults of a society or the incumbents
of an organization are committed to the traditional content and the
- traditional mechanisms of socialization {or the degree to which
they will resist non-traditional contents and mechanisms) ; :
varies directly with (1) the degree to which the non-traditional content
and mechanisms of socialization depart from traditional practices, o
‘and varies inversely with (2) the amount and legitimacy of in-
formation they have about alternative, i.e., non-traditional,
~ contents and mechanisms, (3) degree to which they have been ~
~exposed to and involved with alternative contents and mechanisms .
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of socialization, and (4) the degre to which they can be shown and
do perceive that alternative contents and mechanisms make those

being socialized happy and successful (as they define h
successful). ( Y e happy and
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